Apoptosis prevention as a mechanism of immune evasion.
When cells are infected with viruses, they may trigger their apoptosis programs. In unicellular organisms, this may have protected cell populations by limiting viral replication from infected cells. Multicellular organisms can also trigger the apoptosis program after viral infection. In response, viruses have evolved a wide variety of inhibitors of apoptosis. In higher organisms, the outcome of viral infections is largely determined by the immune system. Since apoptosis is intimately linked to the function and regulation of the immune system, the ability of viruses to inhibit apoptosis could profoundly alter the immune response. Viral antiapoptotic proteins could protect infected cells from apoptosis induced by cytotoxic lymphocytes, alter antigen cross-presentation and the priming of the immune response, or modulate the expression of danger signals from sites of infection. The virus/host interaction is likely to provide useful lessons regarding the workings of the mammalian immune system.